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Abstract: This paper argues the pedagogical positioning of video gaming spaces in art and design education
as alternative studios. It serves as an analytical formulation for understanding gaming spaces as studio
spaces. During the introduction, the paper argues the qualities of studio learning goals and related
assessment approaches. After that, it explores studio spaces and their position in learning through a
constructivist approach. It uses the theory of four pillars of education during this exploration. It continues
with a structural analysis of video games. It approaches this structure and its elements as enablers of a
unique spatial experience. Later, it discusses how studio and gaming spaces are in tune with one another,
by arguing the resemblances between studio education and game structure. Lastly, it suggests using studio
evaluation methods due to this similarity and concludes with further research suggestions.
Keywords: video games; virtual art and design studios; art and design education; alternative studios;
transfer in informal education

In any discussion paper, it is important to understand how the author positions themselves in relation to the subject.
As the author of this paper, I am a gamer, a designer and an educator. I strongly believe that, especially as a designer,
teaching, playing and learning at the same time gives me a unique perspective to discuss the relationship between
learning and playing. In addition, through my thesis studies I observed that there is a strong mentoring-teaching
relationship within the gaming subculture. Through a small sample size study (n=6), I had a chance to observe 6
different gaming clans and their behaviors regarding their cultural interactions including the pedagogical potentials of
such exchange (Yolac, 2017). As a result, in order to make education the center of my research, I focus on game
studies in my PhD where I specifically work on art and design education.

1 Introduction
We take it as completely natural that you would be at an algebra class for twelve weeks and then I would give you
a test on algebra, maybe one design of some other state to see whether you learned in algebra. We take that as
natural, we do it every day. So let's say a kid plays Halo on hard and he takes 30-40 hours and he finishes Halo.
Would you be tempted to give him a Halo test? No, not at all. You'd say the game already tested him. So let's think
why is it that we're not tempted to give him a Halo test but we are tempted to give that algebra test and use that
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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as the judgment. Well it's because you actually trust the design and learning of Halo better than you trust the
design and learning of that algebra class (Gee, 2011).
It is important to acknowledge the value of video games in ever-evolving technology and informal learning settings. As
Gee states in an interview (2011), it is a crucial to question why the design of video games and their teachings are
trusted better than our education system. In this paper, this question will be discussed as a critical analysis based on
literature review of other games in dialogue with educational theory and reflection of my own pedagogical practice.
This will serve as a theoretical piece, an analytical formulation, a discussion of pedagogical potentials, and a
preparation for future work. First, the studio spaces will be critiqued from the lens of the four pillars of education to
highlight the constructivist properties of studio spaces. Then, the making progress structure of video games and the
way they create the gaming experience will be discussed. Finally, the paper will discuss where video games and studio
spaces have parallels in relation to the attitudes they develop and the pedagogical levers of these similarities.
In game studies, it is a known phenomenon that testing, and assessment usually happens through STEM oriented
methodologies. According to the meta-analysis by Clark et al. (2016), although there is a rise in more qualitative
learning outcomes, the majority of expected learning outcomes are accustomed to be in quantitative disciplines.
Therefore, learning that is associated with video games are considered to be transferrable as long as they have a
promise of teaching quantitatively measurable matters such as mathematics, physics etc. In many cases, such as
reports from Best (2014) and Barnett (2014), the findings are classed as vague and unsatisfying. Such approaches that
consider both transfer and evaluation, clash with the educational outcomes that are targeted and valued in art and
design studio spaces. Beattie (1997), one of the important figures of studio assessment, explains that the tools we
measure with, should not become the learning goals themselves. A good test score might not be an indicator of
scientific thinking, yet it passes as a successful acquisition because of its convenience. As art and design educators, our
practice, teaching and assessment methods are unique and valuable at a multidisciplinary level. Beattie provides 57
assessment methods and strategies that can take place in a studio space. Some of these are playful methods that
involve role playing, mystery solving, self-evaluation through journaling and creating rating scales of criticality. She
explains that early studio assessment methods, which many of the strategies are derived from, include portfolios,
journals, diaries, logs, integrated performances, group discussions, exhibitions, audio tapes, video tapes and digital
portfolios.
In addition to Beattie’s early work on assessment, De la Harpe et al.’s (2009) meta-analysis, which covers prominent
assessment methods in architecture, art and design studios, highlights interesting facts. It explains that these methods
that are used in art and design studios value the process above everything else which falls in line with the argument of
unique testing methods and process-oriented assessment. This prioritizing is different from most STEM oriented
testing methods. While such process- oriented methods are not dominantly used, the structure of gaming spaces
requires an approach that primarily considers studio-oriented assessment which is the main focus of this paper.
As mentioned, the successful acquisition of teaching through video games is seen questionable in terms of transfer
into formal testing methods. However, they have the potential of transforming the way players think and how they
learn to transfer between different contexts. An example of such approach can be seen in Black et al. which explains
while the research on the widely known history-oriented game Civilization “did not seem to increase knowledge of
history”, it served at a cognitive level in terms of experiencing the historical dynamics. Therefore, the study showed
that students had a significantly higher success rate reading future difficult history chapters which they see as
experience building. (Black et al., 2014, p. 299).
With such an approach, transfer is seen as experience building and not a dry knowledge gain. Zimmerman (2014, p.66)
sees the issue of transfer similarly: “If we are aware that the educational goal is to transfer learning from one situation
to another, we must teach for transfer.” Thus, transfer is a way of thinking; a skill and it is a significant part of the
studio space experience. In that sense, Marshall and Donahue’s (2014) “artistic thinking” is close to design thinking
approach, experience building and transfer of those experiences in both studio education and further design
problems. They explain that this way of thinking is “largely an amalgam of logical reasoning and associative thinking.”
(2014, p. 3). Therefore, again, it is a way of thinking and problem solving and not a method of efficient memorization.

2 Properties of Studio Spaces According to the Four Pillars of Education
Design studios are the physical spaces that connect different entities of art and design education. A considerable
portion of these entities/agents are the physical space, the instruction, instructors, peers, the experimentation,
playfulness and simulation. In combination, they generate the overall culture of the studio space. Due to the
2
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multiplicity of these agents, studio learning is not a mere “delivery of content” (Squire, 2006, p. 20). Instead, agents of
culture and space that bring them together enable the education of design, design thinking and criticality. As Donahue
and Marshall explain, “…in a culture, knowledge, practices, and ways of thinking are thoroughly interconnected and
they have a purpose-first and foremost, to sustain the system and, second, to perform in concert some kind of
action.” (2014, p. 4). Therefore, the pedagogical leverage of studio comes from the agents’ connectedness at the
educational and community levels. They all exist through each other’s presence and connections; which is exactly how
the education occurs.

2.1 Peer to Peer Learning and Building Experiences
Peer to peer learning is not a new concept in education. However, in conventional settings, this type of learning is very
much monitored with pre-assigned roles. The learning that happens with assigned roles is not very organic, which is
why they are not always sustainable or fruitful. On the other hand, in studio environments, the time students spend
with their instructors does not form the entirety of their in-studio learning interactions. Beside the dedicated time,
there is always a critique, asking for advice and a continuous process of seeing and observing within the space. This
generates an ongoing peer to peer learning experience without the non-organic performance of formally assigned
roles. Therefore, the roles of peers, agents are ever-changing and moving. A student might exist and perform as the
learner, the teacher and the critique within the same space which creates a unique on-spot informal learning
moments among peers. In addition, as it is in studio-based teaching practices (Beattie, 1997, p. 67), communal
critiques are one of the core elements of the formal part of learning. While communal critiques appear to serve a set
power relationship, the content that is critiqued is the product of a mixture of formal and informal learning moments.
Hence, the formal feedback is based on a collaborative learning process, a compilation of the overall spatial
experience. Peers and their interpretations and their ways of thinking become the instruction and the built experience
themselves. Educational philosopher John Dewey, in his influential book Experience and Education writes: “Every
experience is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the ground of what it moves toward and into.” (1997, p.
38). In that sense, the studio space and its agents are ever moving and changing identities while building experiences
as moving forces which their value judged using studio assessment methods. This dynamic environment builds the
way learners exist through their own and shared experiences within the system that they learn from and contribute
to. In addition to Dewey’s emphasis on building experiences, studio spaces generate a unique way of crafting and
utilizing those experiences through the peer to peer learning they enable.

2.2 Active Learning
The term “active learning” has started to be used more and more by educational scientists (Pickard et al., 2004)
especially as a part of the transition from instructionism to constructivism. Jean Piaget is seen as the father of
constructivism and development of hands-on, multi-directional education. (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015). Especially, his
approach towards students as “little scientists” (Piaget, 1936) is the crucial point to emphasize here. Putting students
‘behind the wheel’ and allowing them to learn by developing their own experience is a significant part of studio
education. This translates as students’ direct impact on their own educational process. In other words, students have
agency in the space of the studio system. The dynamic change of identities and ever moving learning moments allows
students to be active agents, being present and contributing to the overall system while learning from it. Therefore,
this agency in learning is not only experimenting by practicing “hands-on” activities through making but also becoming
linked to the overall space through learning from multiple instances that generate dynamically changing learning
moments.

2.3 Engagement and Motivation and Meaningful Learning
Engagement is related to intrinsic motivation and meaningful learning. While it is hard to assess engagement, the
motivation that comes with it can be measured through results and overall responsiveness to, and of, the agents of
environment (Zusho et al., 2014). In this paper, all emotional, cognitive and behavioral engagements (Frederick et al.,
2004) are mentioned together while making the connections between engagement, flow and meaningful learning.
Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2015) explain that David Ausubel (1968) distinguishes meaningful learning from rote learning. They
explain that rote learning occurs when new information doesn’t have anything prior to hook onto. They reveal rote
learning as the main reason for lack of meaningful learning. (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2015)
A part of studio practice and engagement is related to the experience that is continuously being built. Multiple agents
of the space allow various types of engagements to happen through meaningful learning moments which generate an
overall motivation while building on the communal system. As these are a part of the overall dynamism of the studio
space, they are closely connected to the concepts of previous sections. It is inevitable to mention the theory of flow by
Csikszentmihalyi while addressing where pedagogy, motivation and engagement meets. According to his well-known
3
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theory, “flow is the optimal experience whereby a person's body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort
to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Figure 1 is a visual representation of flow
theory and its elements. Coming from this point of view, it is unrealistic to aim for a constant state of flow, however,
the self-directed environment of studio spaces allows students to effortlessly balance the relationship between
challenges and skills which is the key to stay in a flow channel.

Figure 1. Flow (Schell, 2015, p.140)

Therefore, the dynamic experience of studio and the self-directed learning experience are considerably important fits
for keeping students in flow for higher achievements as well as higher levels of engagement.
This analysis of studio spaces focuses on one stream of educational practice. There are many other valuable
educational theories that can be used as a perspective to look at video games from. The theories above are chosen
due to their wide usage in educational technology analyses in order to form a bridge to connect both video game and
studio spaces.

3. The Structure of Video Games
For the organization of this section, the structure of McGonigal’s (2011, p. 21) “four defining traits of a game” will be
used. Although these traits are successful in terms of understanding and analyzing video games, they don’t include the
subculture of video games. Before moving on to the traits, it is important to highlight the social aspect of video games
spaces. Gaming subculture had strong relations in both in and out of the game spaces (Yolac, 2017). In this paper, the
nature of this subculture will not be explored due to the scale of the issue. However, it is crucial to point out the
existence of such a social network and its agents in addition to the traits that will be discussed in this section.

3.1 Goals

Figure 2. Broken Age Screenshot (Eyuka, www.steamcommunity.com, 2018)

In most games there are series of goals that are set for the players. My early field work showed that these goals have
a hierarchy, where bigger goals are assisted by smaller ones. To exemplify, one video game that uses goals in a
4
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hierarchical manner to successfully motivate the player is Broken Age (Figure 2). Broken Age is a point and click
adventure video game. At the initial stages of the game, presented goals are shorter and easier; focused on assisting
the player in understanding game mechanics and controls. When the game narrative escalates in complexity, the
player is then presented with the main goal, which is to beat a monster and escape from a space ship. As a part of the
narrative and the hierarchy of goals, the player is gradually eased into the main goal by the assistance of smaller goals.
These are not pointlessly created solely to implement a feeling of achievement; they train the player for the main goal
which generates a positive self-image and motivation. Reflecting on these qualities of video game goals, three main
categories can be constructed:
1. First level goals: They are necessary but smaller-scaled achievements that are important for navigating and
enabling interaction with the game
2. Second level goals: These are goals to raise confidence and slowly ease into the bigger challenges. They help
with gaining skills and building a positive self-image without putting a lot of stress into achieving the main goal.
3. Main Goal: This is the main solution to the problem; what is to be achieved through the whole narrative
structure and challenges.
In such a hierarchy, encountering the main goal is an acknowledgement of success in previous goals. In addition to this
acknowledgement, many video games allow revisitation of the smaller goals. This aids to refine playing skills and
reinforce both the way of thinking and embodiment that the game requires, without putting pressure on the player.
This way, goal design can be made to support risk taking as a “promise of achievability” (McGonigal, 2011, p. 21)
through practice.

3.2 Rules
In a game, there are main rules that form the mechanics and construct what is available to players. Schell (2014, p.
174) explains rules as follows: “They define the space, the timing, the objects, the actions, the consequences of the
actions, the constraints on the actions, and the goals.” Usually, there is a designed world, a space, where game logic is
implemented through those rules. In fact, Anthrophy (2014) defines these as the language of a game. For example, a
player can’t cast a spell in a Super Mario game. This rule creates a limitation in the designed Super Mario environment
that guides player behaviors. Definition of main rules is necessary for creating a balanced game and game mechanics.
Through this definition, the player knows how to navigate in and interact with the space throughout their gaming
experience. This interaction gets further developed making the players’ reactions second nature. In most cases, game
genres have common interactions for an easier transfer of gaming skills (Yolac, 2017).
Beside the rules that create game mechanics, and sometimes determine and determined through the game genre,
there are in-game rules that also affect the game experience. Such rules are different from the shared genre and
overall mechanic rules and sometimes they help maintain a dynamically personalized challenge system. An example of
such use of rules can be found in one of the most popular Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Game (MMORPG),
World of Warcraft (WoW). In WoW, there are towns and cities that require travel through woods or obsolete areas.
These areas are inhabited by creatures that usually attack the player on sight. The initial mechanics require a player to
engage with those creatures every time they travel, which might interfere with a goal at hand. However, those
creatures are also helpful for gaining experience points and in-game fighting skills which can fall under small level
goals. When the player reaches the highest level, they can acquire a mount (a creature to travel on) that flies over
such areas that are inhabited by hostile creatures. Unlike other mounts that players can have prior to the highest
level, it saves time from interacting with hostile creatures unnecessarily. By providing a flying mount to the player, the
game acknowledges that player completed the challenge of beating creatures and doesn’t need the experience that
this challenge would normally provide. Consequently, the rule of traveling on the ground gets altered to eliminate
involuntary, and now, unchallenging work. Similarly, in most cases if the player travels between two habited areas,
they can find an alternative travelling route that allows them fly in between two points without encountering
previously defeated hostile creatures. In that sense, even the issue of travelling is partitioned in smaller (travelling
between two areas) and bigger (travelling the entire map) goals; rules and mechanics that first teach and challenge
(travelling on ground) later acknowledge (enabling to fly).
Lastly, in most games, players can find an interface that allows them to review their characters’ skills, how to use
them, and rules that define interactions. Such interface designs and lists allow players to understand how to interact
within, and with, the designed environment at any needed moment.
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3.3 Feedback
One of the most important parts of the design is a constant feedback in the games. Most of the times, there is
accessible information provided through the interface elements which is connected to the rules, goals and the game
narrative. Consider a hypothetical shooter game with the goal of eliminating 50 targets. During such game play, it
would be habitual to have information on the target process. As it might be expected, there should be a hierarchy of
the way information is presented. For a shooter game, while the data on ammo, health and hostile characters are the
primary focus; the number of games that the player has completed might be the secondary. Therefore, those two
feedback items would be presented differently and at separate frequencies. If the game is well-defined in terms of
goals and rules, necessary feedback is easier to determine. In that sense, feedback is closely related to those aspects.
Additionally, feedback also affects the self-image positively as a result of constant information on player progress. In
most games, this type of feedback delivered through the interface is customizable. For instance, World of Warcraft, is
known to have user created feedback systems (Figure 3). In a way, the player pulls what they need from the readily
existing data and present it in a way that would fit their individual needs. As a result, the feedback can become
personally tailored according to the demand. The way available information it is refined, depends on individual
players’ understanding of what is necessary for succeeding in their goals.

Figure 3. User customization in World of Worcraft by MildlyToxic (2017)

3.4 Voluntary Involvement
Although intrinsic motivation is not a new concept, it is important for analysis of the reason behind players’ dedicated
hours and how they keep themselves motivated to continue (Pickard et al., 2004). Maybe an outdated answer to how
motivation occurs might be fun. However, the promise of fun is not enough by itself to generate a designed space that
would evoke the wish of multiple visits overtime. Koster (2005) explains the patterns and the sweet spot between
repetitiveness and overloading the mind with new information. “When you feel a piece of music is repetitive or
derivative, it grows boring because it presents no cognitive challenge” (Koster, 2005, p. 42). Coming from that, the fun
that is provided should keep the players in a zone of flow (Figure 1).
As an extension of this argument, there is a lot to learn from how games aim to appeal to a diverse audience. There
are a number of gamer profiling theories that exist and continue being formed in the area of game studies. One of the
most famous and earliest theories is Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy (Figure 4):

Figure 4. Bartle’s Player Taxonomy (Bartle, 1996)
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It is an exemplary guideline for tweaking a game to appeal multiple player groups. Such studies conducted since the
early stages of game studies, help us to understand the diversity of players. Every “big” game tries to be attractive to
more and more users. At times, in-game content can get so rich that the game contains a narrative tree that can’t be
explored by a single user. This generates a series of choices to make, a personalized gameplay through a dynamic
gaming experience brought by the narrative to keep the player engaged. As a result, understanding the nature of user
diversity is a crucial step of keeping players interested. This is a continually researched area for generating more
personalized gaming experiences.
Another way feedback, rules and goals merge is dynamically changing difficulty. In most games, the level of difficulty is
adjusted according to the way the player progresses. The way goals are presented, required skills and which other
users play with change dynamically to keep the player in the game. This is a crucial element of how games keep their
players in the state of flow.

4. Discussion and Future Work

Figure 5. Game Oriented Thinking (ShiJo, www.knowyourmeme.com, 2018)

In order to showcase how games help practicing behaviours which later transfer into ways of thinking, Figure 5
provides a playful example. It is a sample of a “meme” type that circulates within the out-game spaces of gaming
community. These memes associate the visual game design language, which evokes game-like thinking, a certain
literacy, with real life contexts. The mere existence of this subculture item is a support for the overall argument that is
presented throughout this paper; games teach thinking. As long as we are aware of the tools that we possess as
educators, through intentional design decisions, game spaces can serve as studio spaces.
Throughout this paper, I discussed the multiple agents of studio spaces and video games. As I researched during my
previous field study (2017), gaming culture exists inside and outside of the game. Even single player games have a
socially uniting existence for their players. Just like it is in a studio space, the roles are in a constant change within the
system of game. Players become designers, tutors and peers. In that sense, even a simple act of sharing an alternative
interface design (Figure 3), shifts the roles and generates a space of learning, sharing and experiencing together just
like it is with studio spaces.
The social and the peer to peer learning that studio spaces enable as a way of experience building can be found in
video games. The way studio spaces generate student agency and create experiences are things to be put in use for
educational purposes. As one of the important researchers in pedagogy and game studies, Squire (2006, p. 19)
explains; “video games offer designed experiences in which participants learn through a grammar of doing and being”.
In addition, he sees learning as a performance which is a similar approach to the way this paper positions studio
students as performers of multiple identities within the system of the studio spaces. Plus, the feedback systems are
highlighted in both spaces previously, while students are exposed to a constant feedback from both their peers and
peer generated critiques, video game players also receive constant feedback from multiple sources within the game.
This feedback is tweaked according to personal needs. If the natures of those feedbacks are considered, studio and
game spaces are synced successfully.
7
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In addition, as a part of the designed structure of video games, rules and goals are mentioned. In relation to Squire’s
(2006) argument of designed experiences, he sees both video games and curriculum as designed environments. The
transition of such an approach to studio spaces are easy to make. If rules are the tools that enable experimentation in
a stress-free manner, the way studio spaces leave room for active learning and experimentation would not be any
different. In their paper, Hsiao- Cheng (2011) looks at Second Life (an online roleplaying and simulation game) as a
potential art education studio to experiment with 3D sculpting tools without economic or physical difficulties.
Although Hsiao- Cheng’s utilization isn’t formed around the game’s potential beyond their convenience, it is still a
promising early example of the collective academical search for pedagogy though video games. It is a good example of
using and expanding the tools of active learning in the studio spaces.
On top of using rules as potential enablers in gaming spaces, setting goals are very similar to the way educators
approach curriculum. An example of a goal-oriented approach in studio using challenges of both skill and cognitive
levels can be seen in Thulson and Marshall’s (2014) article. They see challenging students as a strong instrument for
teaching them to be creative with finding their own solutions and developing individual experiences. In that sense, the
way in-game challenges develop players’ understanding and skills are promising for mirroring the studio learning goals
while enabling their creative problem-solving abilities.
Another quality of games that is highlighted is voluntary involvement. This is the most luring quality of games when
game studies and pedagogy are considered together. As presented in the previous section, the design of games aims
for an inclusive player group and researchers, social scientists continually theorize what different types of players are
found in games. An extension of that issue is the way video games keep generating personally tweaked, dynamically
changing difficulty levels. This helps players stay in the flow channel which is again a part of the studio education as
well. While the challenge remains, the way students engage with those challenge is conducted through their selfdirected learning as it is in studio environments. Therefore, similarly, the studio education creates a unique learning
environment for each student to thrive on their own pace, almost in a dynamical, personalized way. In that sense, the
way video games and studio spaces keep students engaged are essentially very similar.
As discussed, the educational theories that studio spaces fall under; peer to peer learning, active learning, meaningful
learning and engagement can be matched with the qualities of video games; the structure of goals, rules and
voluntary involvement. The way this correspondence is enabled is through the way both spaces are built with and
around communities with multiple agents that enable both diverse and collective experiences. At the very beginning
of this paper, the unique assessment methods that are used in art and design studio spaces were highlighted.
According to the critique and analysis that this paper presented so far, the video game spaces are significantly similar
to the pedagogical approach of studio spaces. Therefore, my argument is that, the learning outcomes, success and
transferability of qualitative skills should be evaluated using the ways of art and design studio spaces. Such an
approach would bring studio-like outcomes into view and enable a more intentional use of video games in education
using the lessons studio education demonstrates.
In this paper, the similarity of video game and art and studio spaces are discussed in terms of pedagogical approaches.
While this discussion is based on existing studies, educational theories and game studies theories, the natural next
step is to put this discussion into multiple field studies to create guidelines. This is a presentation of a research study
at the theoretical level. The future work will include assessing success of existing video games through studio
methods. In addition, the planned future work will include producing a video game using design decisions that would
gather the highlighted pedagogical aspects of video games with the intention of creating an alternative studio space
for mirroring the design thinking teachings of studio spaces.
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